www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 5 May 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882

IJCRT.ORG ISSN : 2320-2882

APy INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF CREATIVE
@p% RESEARCH THOUGHTS (1JCRT)

An International Open Access, Peer-reviewed, Refereed Journal

Circles of Justice: A Visual Study of The Round
House

K.S.RANGASAMY COLLEGE OF ARTS AND SCIENCE (AUTONOMOUS)
S.RAJA RAJA CHOZHAN-B A ENGLISH(AUTHOR)

Abstract

Louise Erdrich is widely recognized as a major contemporary Native American writer
whose fiction explores identity, justice, and the socio political realities of Indigenous
communities. The Round House offers a powerful examination of justice within a
reservation setting, where legal authority is fragmented and often ineffective. This paper
analyzes the representation of justice through visual, symbolic, and structural elements in
the novel. By focusing on the journey of Joe Coutts, a young boy seeking justice for his
mother, the study reveals how justice operates not as a linear legal outcome but as a cyclical
and culturally embedded process. The analysis emphasizes the importance of space,
particularly the round house, as a symbol of continuity and moral balance. Furthermore, the
paper explores themes of trauma, legal failure, and community resilience to demonstrate
how Erdrich critiques institutional systems while highlighting Indigenous perspectives on
justice and healing.

Introduction

Louise Erdrich’s The Round House stands as a significant contribution to contemporary
American literature, particularly in its exploration of justice within Native American
communities. Set on a North Dakota reservation, the novel follows Joe Coultts, a thirteen-
year-old boy whose life is dramatically altered when his mother becomes the victim of a
violent crime. The narrative unfolds as Joe attempts to understand the complexities of the
legal system and seeks justice for his family.What distinguishes the novel is its portrayal of
justice as fragmented and inaccessible due to jurisdictional conflicts between tribal, state,
and federal authorities. This legal confusion not only delays justice but also reveals
systemic inequalities that disproportionately affect Indigenous communities. At the same
time, the novel presents an alternative understanding of justice rooted in cultural traditions,
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moral responsibility, and personal action.The aim of this paper is to examine how justice is
visually and symbolically constructed in the novel. By analyzing the role of space,
particularly the round house, along with narrative structure and thematic development, this
study argues that Erdrich presents justice as a cyclical and culturally grounded process
rather than a fixed legal outcome. Through this perspective, the novel challenges dominant
legal frameworks and offers a deeper understanding of justice as both a social and moral
concept.

Justice and Moral Conflict

Justice in the novel is neither simple nor easily attainable. The legal system, which is
expected to protect individuals and ensure fairness, fails Joe’s family due to jurisdictional
limitations. The inability to prosecute the crime effectively demonstrates how legal
structures can be inadequate, especially when multiple authorities are involved. This failure
creates a sense of frustration and helplessness, not only for Joe but also for his family and
community.As the narrative progresses, Joe becomes increasingly aware of the gap between
legal justice and moral justice. While the law is constrained by rules and procedures, moral
justice is driven by personal values and emotional responses. Joe’s internal conflict reflects
this tension. He struggles to reconcile his desire for justice with the limitations imposed by
the legal system. Ultimately, his actions suggest the justice may sometimes exist outside
formal institutions, raising important ethical questions about revenge and accountability
.This moral complexity is central to the novel’s exploration of justice. Rather than
presenting a clear distinction between right and wrong, Erdrich emphasizes ambiguity and
uncertainty. Justice becomes a subjective experience shaped by individual perspectives and
cultural contexts.

Visual Symbolism of the Round House

The round house is one of the most significant symbols in the novel, serving as both a
physical location and a representation of cultural identity. Its circular structure reflects the
idea of continuity, unity, and balance, which are central to many Indigenous belief systems.
Unlike linear structures, which suggest a clear beginning and end, the circle represents an
ongoingprocess.In the context of the novel, the round house becomes a site where justice is
both violated and redefined. The events associated with this space carry deep symbolic
meaning, emphasizing the connection between place, culture, and morality. The circular
form reinforces the idea that justice is not a straightforward path but a recurring cycle in
which actions and consequences are interconnected.By focusing on this symbol, Erdrich
highlights the limitations of Western legal frameworks, which often prioritize linear
processes and definitive outcomes. In contrast, the circular concept of justice emphasizes
restoration and balance rather than punishment. This alternative perspective challenges
readers to reconsider their understanding of justice and to recognize the value of cultural
traditions.
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Trauma and Psychological Struggel

The novel provides a profound exploration of trauma and its psychological impact on
individuals and families. Joe’s mother, after experiencing violence, withdraws into silence,
illustrating the depth of her emotional suffering. Her inability to communicate reflects the
limitations of language in expressing trauma and highlights the isolating effects of such
experiences.Joe’s psychological development is equally significant. As a young boy, he is
initially unaware of the complexities of the world around him. However, the traumatic event
forces him to confront harsh realities and accelerates his transition into adulthood. His
emotional journey is marked by confusion, anger, and a growing sense of
responsibility.Erdrich’s portrayal of trauma extends beyond individual experiences to
encompass the broader community. The collective response to the incident reveals how
trauma can affect an entire social group. Through this lens, the novel emphasizes the need
for healing and support, both at the personal and communal levels.

Legal System and Jurisdictional Issues

A critical aspect of the novel is its examination of the legal system and its limitations. The
crime against Joe’s mother cannot be easily prosecuted due to overlapping jurisdictions, a
situation that reflects real-world legal challenges faced by Native American communities.
This complexity often results in delays or a complete lack of justice.Erdrich uses this issue
to critique systemic inequality and to highlight the ways in which legal frameworks can fail
marginalized groups. The novel exposes the gaps in authority and accountability that allow
perpetrators to escape punishment. This failure not only undermines trust in the legal
system but also perpetuates a cycle of injustice.By presenting these challenges, the novel
calls attention to the need for legal reform and greater recognition of Indigenous rights. It
serves as a reminder that justice cannot be achieved without addressing structural
inequalities and ensuring that all communities have access to fair and effective legal
protection .

Family and Community Strength

Despite the hardships they face, Joe’s family demonstrates remarkable resilience. His
father, a tribal judge, embodies the principles of law and justice but is constrained by the
limitations of the system. His mother, though deeply affected by trauma, represents
endurance and strength.The role of the community is equally important. Friends and
relatives provide support and solidarity, illustrating the importance of collective strength in
overcoming adversity. This emphasis on community reflects Indigenous values, where
relationships and interconnectedness are central to social life.Through these portrayals,
Erdrich suggests that justice is not solely a legal concept but also a social and emotional
one. The support provided by family and community members helps to restore a sense of
balance and hope, even in the absence of formal justice.
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Narrative Technique and Style

Erdrich’s narrative technique plays a crucial role in shaping the reader’s understanding of
the novel. By using a first-person perspective, she allows readers to experience the story
through Joe’s eyes. This approach creates a sense of intimacy and immediacy, making his
emotional journey more impactful. The descriptive style of the novel enhances its visual and
symbolic elements. Detailed depictions of the landscape, the reservation, and the round
house contribute to the overall atmosphere and reinforce the themes of the narrative.
Erdrich’s use of imagery and introspection allows readers to engage with both the external
events and the internal experiences of the characters.

Symbolism and Imagery

Symbolism is a central feature of the novel, enriching its thematic depth and visual impact.
The round house, as previously discussed, symbolizes justice and cultural continuity.
Silence represents trauma and the difficulty of expressing pain, while the natural
environment reflects the emotional states of the characters. These symbolic elements help to
convey complex ideas in a more accessible and meaningful way. By grounding abstract
concepts in concrete imagery, Erdrich creates a narrative that is both intellectually engaging
and emotionally resonant.

Contemporary Relevance

The themes explored in The Round House remain highly relevant in contemporary society.
Issues such as violence against Indigenous women, legal inequality, and cultural
preservation continue to be significant concerns. The novel sheds light on these issues and
encourages readers to reflect on the limitations of existing systems.In addition, the novel’s
emphasis on cultural identity and resilience offers valuable insights into the importance of
preserving traditions and supporting marginalized communities. Its message is both timely
and universal, making it an important work for modern readers.

Expanded Critical Perspective

From a broader critical perspective, The Round House can be seen as a commentary on
power and authority. The novel challenges dominant narratives by presenting Indigenous
voices and experiences that are often overlooked in mainstream discourse.Erdrich’s work
also engages with the idea of storytelling as a form of resistance. By telling Joe’s story, the
novel asserts the importance of narrative in shaping identity and preserving cultural
memory. This aspect adds another layer to the concept of justice, suggesting that
representation and voice are essential components of fairness and equality.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Round House presents justice as a complex and multifaceted concept
shaped by legal, cultural, and emotional forces. Through the experiences of Joe Coutts,
Louise Erdrich highlights the limitations of formal legal systems while emphasizing

resilience, moral responsibility, and cultural continuity.The novel’s use of symbolism,
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narrative technique, and visual imagery reinforces the idea that justice is not a linear process
but a cyclical one. By offering an alternative perspective on justice, Erdrich challenges
readers to reconsider their assumptions and to recognize the importance of cultural context
in shaping ethical understanding. Ultimately, the novel stands as a powerful exploration of
injustice and the enduring human capacity for resilience and hope.
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